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In the final chapter of Not Even Past, Sugrue claims that ‘Obama’s speech, “A More 
Perfect Union,” was, like the best political speeches, as noteworthy for its elisions and its 
silences as for its content’ (p. 118).  He dutifully identifies four major themes in the speech 
(ongoing racial divisions, the moral equivalence of black anger and white backlash, the 
celebration of hybridity, and the creation of a multiracial governing coalition), but this is a 
mere prelude to the book’s attempt to move behind the veil of double consciousness. 
According to Sugrue, Obama often evaded the ‘high cost of frank talk about race’ when it 
would involve the suggestion of white racism rather than mere exhortations for black 
personal responsibility (pp. 126-7). The 44th President of the United States is, after all, a 
pragmatic politician as well as an intellectual who has become ‘the nation’s most influential 
historian of race and civil rights’ (p. 3).  
In using Obama’s self-fashioning as a means to discuss some of the contradictory 
forces of American history and society from the late 1970s to 2009 (p. 5), Not Even Past 
often evokes the tone of Obama’s carefully crafted civility. The book began its life as the 
Lawrence Stone Lectures at Princeton University, and Sugrue performs the role of a public 
intellectual who emphasises ‘balance’, eschews academic jargon, and synthesises ‘teachable 
moments’ from the American dilemma of race. More pointedly, Sugrue’s contribution to the 
public sphere, like Obama’s ‘A More Perfect Union’ speech, is as noteworthy for its elisions 
and silences as for its content. 
 2 
Its first chapter places Obama in the context of the civil rights and riffs on his decision 
to position himself as part of a Joshua generation – members of a Black middle class who 
benefited from the civil rights struggle and were invited to navigate a path between 
assimilation and Black (inter)nationalism by white liberals. This gives Sugrue an opportunity 
to repeat important points about the contemporary iconography of Martin Luther King Jr., in 
which he is deployed as the liberal patron saint of national redemption rather than an 
opponent of American racism, materialism and militarism (pp. 50-3). However, there is little 
in this chapter that hasn’t been covered in more depth by David Remnick and his extensive 
cast of informants in The Bridge: The Life and Rise of Barack Obama. For example, 
Remnick’s networking skills helped his analysis of Obama’s appeal to Chicago’s elite. It also 
gave him access to radical intellectuals, such as Roberto Unger, one of Obama’s professors at 
Harvard, who shared insightful comments about Obama’s mastery of ‘cheerful, impersonal 
friendliness’, a key skill for political fundraisers and establishment politicians (2010, pp. 184-
6). Plotting a course somewhere between the ‘lakefront liberals’ that dominate Remnick’s 
narrative, and Unger’s commitment to critical legal studies, Not Even Past hints at Obama’s 
resonance outside of the United States and the political potency of Black Consciousness (pp. 
12, 30), but is unable to engage with theorists of Black Consciousness outside the United 
States. This means that Sugrue pays lip service to Obama’s cosmopolitanism but does not 
note what Obama, as someone who attended anti-apartheid rallies in the 1980s, might have 
taken from Steve Biko and activists who were willing to offer frank talk on white liberals and 
a Black political identity that was not defined by pigmentation (McNeil 2010).  Even more 
disconcertingly, Sugrue’s first chapter turns Black cultural nationalists in the United States 
into straw men, race-baiting hucksters who enjoyed performative denunciations of whites 
rather than community building and theoretical analysis (pp. 26, 31, 41). This reflects some 
of Obama’s rhetoric but it ignores African American cultural nationalists, such as Harold 
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Cruse, who vehemently opposed futile rhetorical outbursts against ‘white liberals’ that were 
not accompanied with a concrete diagnosis of the crisis of Black intellectuals or proposals for 
institutional reform (1967, pp. 194-5, 556-7). 
 Sugrue’s second chapter assesses Obama’s relationship to William Julius Wilson’s 
thesis about the declining significance of race (or the increasing significance of class) in 
American culture and society. There is a general discussion of Obama’s engagement with 
Wilson’s work at the University of Chicago, but there is no mention of The Wire, a critically 
acclaimed television show created by David Simon and Ed Burns that is one of Obama’s 
favourite programs and the subject of one of Wilson’s classes at Harvard (McNeil 2009; 
Bennett 2010). This is surprising because Sugrue’s second chapter reads like a synopsis of 
Simon’s portrait of the declining American city. We are reminded that Obama is an urban 
President – someone who not only represents a ‘hip hop generation’ but also defines himself 
against suburbs that ‘bore’ him (p. 78). Much like Tony Gray, one of the Black mayoral 
candidates featured in The Wire, Obama commits to the city by addressing issues surrounding 
education (although he refused to be limited by single-issue politics so that ‘a great white 
hope’ could not be manoeuvred into electoral success). Moreover, Sugrue evokes fictional 
African American detectives like ‘Bunk’ Moreland shaming criminals with nostalgic 
depictions of a Black community, especially when he describes middle-class African 
Americans appropriating Wilson’s work to ‘wistfully’ hark back to segregated communities 
of their parents’ generation that purportedly offered ‘respectable’ role models to working-
class Blacks (p. 77). Last but not least, Sugrue’s comments about left-liberals who ‘found 
Wilson’s unsparing depiction of the ravages wrought by deindustrialization to be the book’s 
landmark contribution’ can be applied to David Simon (p. 76). Indeed, any viewer of The 
Wire’s examination of Polish American and African American longshoremen (which was 
said to be inspired by Wilson’s book, When Work Disappears) is familiar with Sugrue’s 
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comments about  the supposed alienation  of well-meaning working class or lower middle 
class whites and white ethnics from the New Deal coalition because of ‘Black power radicals’ 
and white leftists (p. 82), or ‘ostensible militants [who] made their peace with white business 
leaders and civic elites’ (p. 26). 
 The third and final chapter of Not Even Past begins by addressing aspects of 
American culture and society that were largely excluded from The Wire’s biracial canvass. 
While mentioning one Jamaican drug-dealer and occasionally showing Hispanic workers, the 
show was unable to address what Sugrue calls ‘the polychromatic, polyglot America’ 
symbolised by immigrants from South America and Asia who were not as racially segregated 
as blacks (p. 94). Nonetheless, the chapter quickly returns to America’s black/white colour 
line and troubling statistics about racial inequality so that Sugrue can repeat his discussions of 
Obama’s exhortations for Black uplift in relation to the Black church, Bill Cosby, etc (pp. 
105-8, 126-8), moralistic arguments that some white journalists consider ‘new’ (p. 90). One 
can safely assume that Sugrue means such rhetoric seems novel to white audiences when it 
was propagated by figures racialized as Black (white claims about black pathology and 
matriarchal cultures were a feature of  social scientists such as Edward Byron Reuter in the 
early twentieth century and policy makers such as Daniel Patrick Moynihan in the 1960s). 
Yet aside from a brief allusion to scholars who posit ‘racism without racists’ (p. 96), Sugrue’s 
analysis of the 1970s to 2009 has nothing to say about racial neoliberalism. This is a 
significant omission when neoliberalism was a dominant force from around 1983, when 
politicians such as Thatcher and Reagan consolidated their popularity, to at least 2008, when 
the neoliberal program launched by Thatcher and Reagan was set back by the worst economic 
crisis since the depression. Furthermore, some consideration of the disciplining of workers, 
privatization of public goods, fetishization of consumer choice, relentless drive toward 
efficiency (as measured by a set of supposedly quantifiable standards), and drive towards a 
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competitive model of public education (with, for example, charter schools) that is 
characteristic of neoliberal multiculturalism would have added important context to Sugrue’s 
discussion of Obama’s positions on education and Black uplift from 2008 to 2009 (p. 132). 
 After using Obama’s intellectual and political projects as a means to synthesise the 
work of prominent American historians and sociologists, Not Even Past ends abruptly. There 
is no concluding chapter, only a reminder that its gentle readers have the power to push 
Obama into policies that allow the United States to enter a ‘period of racial progress, or 
stasis, or regression’ (p. 137). The book does not have the space to draw readers’ attention to 
studies of social identities outside of the United States, despite its brief allusions to ‘the 
experiences of ethnic minorities in countries as diverse as Canada, France, and Sweden’ that 
qualify Obama’s statements about U.S. exceptionalism (p. 123). Consequently, Not Even Past 
emerges as a handbook for American liberals who are wary of the length of Remnick’s 621-
page biography of Obama, and/or the polemical tone of Eric Lott’s recent collection of essays 
on The Disappearing Liberal Intellectual (2006).  
Although Sugrue may not have had access to Remnick’s biography while redrafting 
his lecture notes, Lott’s book is a striking omission because it provides a counterpoint to the 
tiresome texts listed by Sugrue that appeal to white identity politics or New Deal liberalism 
(p.163 n36). According to Lott, a liberal public sphere gleefully hijacks Afrocentric writers 
who carry barmy soundbites about ‘white devils’, but listens patiently to Black intellectuals, 
such as Michael Eric Dyson, who assume the task of translating Black culture for bourgeois 
whites. Providing a revealing example of Lott’s thesis, commentators such as Sugrue allude 
to race-baiting Blacks and cite Dyson (p. 157 n47). Yet they are unable, or unwilling, to 
engage with cultural critics like Armond White of The New York Press and First of the 
Month, who is praised by Lott for his ‘principled’ and ‘spirited’ stance towards the liberal 
public sphere (1995, p.  65).  
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Of all the activist-intellectuals omitted from Not Even Past, White’s absence probably 
reveals the most about the limitations of Sugrue’s ‘balanced and measured’ approach to 
American history and society. A few months before Sugrue began thinking about writing his 
lectures on Obama, White incisively critiqued the ‘beige identity’ of Obama that accepts 
racial identification so long as it is not made in any polarizing way. His analysis of Obama’s 
distance from ‘Black nationalism, liberation theology and prophetic Christianity’ remains a 
more powerful and unparochial discussion of Obama’s racial compromises than Sugrue’s 
subsequent contribution to the liberal public sphere, largely because White refused to shy 
away from Black cultural nationalists, such as Cruse and Biko, who confronted the hegemony 
of white (neo)liberalism. If we are to move from Sugrue’s supposedly ‘elegant and concise’ 
reflections on the ‘history of race, identity, inequality and power in modern America’ (p. 10), 
towards a fuller understanding of America’s past, present and future, such trenchant criticism 
cannot be dismissed from the historical record.  
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